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than in the West in terms of its place within the overall structure of 
sound expression in all areas of culture. With the advent of sound 
in film in 1931 in India, unlike the film movement abroad, music came to 
play a role which was more than equal to other cinematic elements. In fact, 
songs came to be regarded as the most integral part of film expression. 

But whereas the film-makers had Western films to look at for ideas 
Tegarding technique and treatment, the music composers in films had no 
precedents to refer to. Musicians trained in the classical tradition, who had 
only the folk theatre and certain modern theatre movements in Parsi, 
Bengali and Marathi societies to fall back upon, faced a unique challenge in 
films. These early composers were in search of melodic forms which could 
be sung in exclusive drawing rooms, crowded marketplaces, as well as the 
countryside. . 

Pankaj Mullick was the first among the early film-music composers who 
could identify in Tagore’s music the versatility which film music needed. He 
found a music form truly representing the spirit of new India. In its truest 
sense, Tagore’s music is a synthesis of Indian classical music, folk-song 
forms, and even Western music, with a very distinct identity of its own. 
Indian cinema, when it became talkie in 1931, was in search of a form which 
Would reflect the character of modern India. Composers of the early talkies 
in Bengal, particularly Pankaj Mullick, found ready-made material in 
Tagore’s melodies to meet their needs. 

So, when Pankaj Mullick was invited by the famous impresario, Haren 
Ghosh, to play background music from the orchestra pit for the silent films 
Chor Kanta and Chashar Meye produced by the International Films Crafts 
Company (later renamed New Theatres), he took the opportunity to/nse 
Tagore’s melodies as background music in these films. It was a historic 
°ccasion though few realized it. The year was 1929. 

A few years later, when films became talkie, Pankaj Mullick went to 
Rabindranath Tagore to seek permission to record his famous poem ‘Diner 
Sheshe’, set to music by Pankaj Mullick himself. It was for a Bengali film to 
be directed by P.C. Barua under the New Theatres banner. Tagore showed 
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keen interest in the story and suggested the title ‘Mukti for the film. Tagore 
also recommended that two of his other songs be incorporated in the film 
and even changed certain words of his poem ‘Diner sheshe’ to improve its 
rendering in music by Pankaj Mullick. Thus, with the film Mukti in 1935, 
Pankaj Mullick introduced Tagore’s songs in talkie films for the first time. 
He then continued to use Tagore’s songs successfully in most of New 
Theatres’ Bengali films. Pankaj Mullick set an example and inspired most 
of the Bengali film composers who began using Tagore’s songs for various 
situations that a film story demanded. Since then Tagore’s songs have been 
regularly used in Bengali cinema and the trend continues even today. 

Another epoch-making work Pankaj Mullick did was to get Tagore’s 
compositions translated from Bengali into Hindi while retaining the original 
meaning, metre, and melody. This was a great success and started a chain 
reaction in Bombay’s Hindi-film world. Anil Biswas, $.D. Burman, and 
Hemant Kumar in the early years and R.D. Burman and Bappi Lahiri in 
Tecent times, and even non-Bengali composers like Naushad, Ravindra 
Jain, and Rajesh Roshan began using Tagore’s melodies in their Hindi film 
songs. Some adapted the melodies to suit their needs. Others; inspired by 
the original, took the liberty of developing it for their purposes. Thus, since 
1935, when Pankaj Mullick started using Tagore’s songs in films, this 
process has continued unabated. Tagore’s music has continued to enrich the 
works of many Hindi-film composers in the last 60 years though, unlike 
Pankaj Mullick, few have acknowledged their debt to Tagore. Out 
all-pervading film-music culture today, which is so much a part of out 
national psyche, owes its popular presence partly to the genius of Tagore. 
And to Pankaj Mullick who pioneered in this field. : 

Pankaj Mullick also realized that Tagore was a true vaggeyakar. Tagore 
composed his songs with due regard to the musical value of words and 
Phrases. The texture of his verse—the beginnings, pauses, and ends—a¢ 
all in tune with its music. The poetry never clashes with—in fact it almost 
invariably supports—the music. To Tagore words came clothed in must 
and the two were inseparable. 

Pankaj Mullick took a cue from Tagore in this respect too. He realized 
that only such happy combinations could generate and reinforce humal 
emotions. He educated himself on how the verbal sequences have to be# 
perfect accord with the sequence of musical notes—only then cana song 
arouse emotion. The songs in the Hindi films Nartaki. Kapalkundala, and 
Doctor sung by himself, and many others which K.L. Saigal immortalized! 
the films Dharti Mata, Zindagi. and Dushman, bear testimony to Paki! 
Mullick’s understanding of this aspect. The intimate union of music 2° 
words, the strongest force in Pankaj Mullick’s compositions in New 





Panna and Pankaj Mullick in New Theatres’ Doctor. Courtesy: Narayan Mulani 
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: : Mullick 
New Theatres discs from Dushman, 1939, and Dharti Mata, 1938, with music by Pankaj Mall 
Courtesy: Society of Indian Record Collectors. 


Theatres films, was a feature which at the time of the advent of the talkie 
was not so prominent in the Bombay Hindi-film world. tt 
Further, the musical structure in a song expanding into four sae 3 
quatrains—sthayi, antara, abhog, and sanchari—properly agen ‘ 
well as simplified by Tagore in his works, inspired Pankaj Mullic 
structuring his own song compositions both in Bengali and Hindi films. 4 
use of interlinking music between sthayi and antara for-connecting ad ks 
sequences in films was another concept that evolved from Pankaj M fies 
fertile mind. He also experimented with various innovative rhythm ¢ 
in a song. fin 
In the film Yatrik (1952), Pankaj Mullick introduced a new form ota 
song by setting to music Sanskrit verses, totally in his own style, in or from 
match the mood of the story. He set to music the opening eee 
Kalidas’s Kumarasambhavam describing the Himalayas and also the age 
Stotra’ of Adi Shankaracharya in a style appropriate for the eee ; 
The style is quite different from the orthodox procedure for eee 
chants as laid down in various technical works. To compose music scat 
chant quite differently from the orthodox manner of chanting and to ; 
the verses in different matras of Pakhawaj bol are indeed a enallenre 
and none but a composer of superior intellect could have succeede' 
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venture. Here Pankaj Mullick really stood out as a world-class composer. 

Pankaj Mullick was an erudite scholar in Sanskrit. Right from his young 
age he had shown a penchant for Sanskrit. Sanskrit songs were his loving 
choice, not prompted by professional interest. Much before Yatrik, Pankaj 
Mullick had set to tune the ‘Shiva-mahima stotra’ in the film Nartaki. After 
New Theatres closed down in 1956, he attempted music on certain hymns 
from the Taitiriya Brahmana of the Rig Veda in the Bengali film Vigalita 
Karuna Jahnavi Jamuna. ‘Mahishashuramardin? —the one-hour devotional 
music programme in Sanskrit which he used to broadcast in the early hours 
of Mahalaya day preceding the Puja festival from Radio Calcutta—made a 
profound impact on the Bengali consciousness for over two generations. 
The intricate changes in the rhythmic patterns of Pakhawaj and the 
excellent blending of the choral singing—all had that definite stamp of 
Pankaj Mullick. The style was distinct and different from that of 
Rabindranath Tagore and his elder brother. who initiated this form of group 
Prayer in Brahmo Samaj prayer music in the latter part of the 19th century. 

Pankaj Mullick would open all his musical soirées with an invocation 
from Sharangadeva’s Sangita Ratnakara: the ‘Vandana shloka’. He loved 
and revered Sanskrit. He even got some of Tagore’s songs translated into 
Sanskrit. ‘Rabi pranam’ and ‘Rabi prashasti’, which he got Banikumar to 
write, were Sanskrit lyrics in praise of Rabindranath. Before setting tune to 
various hymns and verses from the Sanskrit scriptures, Pankaj Mullick used 
to check with and refer to eminent Sanskrit scholars like Govinda Gopal 
Mukherji, Dilip Kumar Roy (who was himself an eminent musician), and 
Suniti Kumar Chatterji. New Theatres had an elephant symbol with a motto 
in Sanskrit, ‘Jivatang Jyotiretu Chhayam’, which was selected and set to 
tune by Pankaj Mullick. 

Pankaj Mullick was the music director for Nitin Bose’s film Dhoop 
Chhaon (Bhagya Chakra in Bengali). which used the playback technique 
for the first time in India. The story goes that on his way to the New 

eatres studio one morning, Nitin Bose stopped to pick up Pankaj 
Mullick. While waiting for him, he heard Pankajbabu singing along with a 
Song from his neighbour’s gramophone and this gave Nitin Bose the sudden 
nspiration for using pre-recorded music in films—what is now known as 
Playback, In Pankaj Mullick’s own words: “I was witness to a historic event 
that would revolutionize Indian cinema. I was witness to the birth of 
mayback. I wasn’t merely a mute witness, but, more by accident than 

€sign, I found myself saddled with the leading role” 
PF Pankaj Mullick was also a great teacher. But his unselfish nature and 
tal self-effacement have made this facet of his character go almost 
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The New Theatres emblem 
with its motto: _Jivatang 
jyotiretu chhayam. 
Gourtesy: Narayan Mulan. 





unnoticed. His abilities as an excellent music teacher have been gratefull 
acknowledged by accomplished singers like K.L. Saigal and Kanan Dev. 
Although a singer himself, he let others sing the best of his compositions. - 
doing so, the fame that should have been his became theirs. For Panka} 
Mullick was one of those rare human beings who desire nothing . 
themselves but only that their cause be served. And for Pankaj Muli 
there was but one cause—music. : 


